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Sen. Deeds Calls on Legal Community to Push for Mental 
Health Reforms 
On April 17 Virginia State Senator Creigh Deeds underscored the 
problems in the country’s mental health system and the need for reforms 
in his keynote luncheon address at the 2015 District of Columbia Judicial 
and Bar Conference, which was themed “Meeting Mental Health 
Challenges in Our Legal System.” 
Following a family tragedy stemming from his son’s struggle with mental 
illness, Senator Deeds has become an outspoken figure in the movement 
to fix a broken system to help those in need. 

D.C. Court of Appeals Chief Judge Eric T. Washington, who introduced Deeds, said the senator’s efforts in the Virginia 
legislature have led to “substantive changes that have benefitted all Virginians that can be a model for other states, 
including the District of Columbia, in grappling with ways to reform our mental health systems to meet today’s 
challenges.” 

“Despite great strides in our knowledge of the complex issues surrounding mental illness, too many affected 
individuals still suffer in silence,” Washington said. 

In his speech, Senator Deeds told the stories of some of his constituents. There are the parents of a 10-year-old boy 
who were threatened with a child abuse complaint by the psychiatric hospital that detained their son after the son 
sexually abused a younger sibling. The hospital threatened to file a complaint against the parents if they refused to 
take him home, although the parents were concerned whether it was safe to do so. 

Deeds also recalled the story of the mother who could not obtain her adult son’s medical information after he was 
detained involuntarily, and that of a 25-year-old man suffering from schizoaffective disorder who stabbed his 
younger brother because of delusional thinking, who then received additional criminal charges for resisting arrest and 
assaulting an officer. 

By telling these stories and more, Senator Deeds illustrated the array of problems within the mental health system 
and how they intersect with the criminal justice system. 

These problems include an undefined role for parents or guardians in their dependents’ struggle with mental illness. 
Due to privacy rules in the federal Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act, parents or guardians face 
difficulties in obtaining the health information of their dependents. Problems for law enforcement, including a lack of 
training for interacting with mentally ill suspects, also were highlighted. 

Senator Deeds called on local legislatures to take up the fight themselves. He recommended required training, known 
as Crisis Intervention Team Training, for law enforcement officers on how to identify someone who is experiencing a 
mental health crisis and how to deescalate the situation. He also recommended the creation of mental health courts 
to specifically deal with those suffering from mental health problems. 

In addition, the senator called for increased funding for early intervention and services for children and young adults 
with mental health issues. 

Senator Deeds told the audience that the legal community, and society in general, needs to rethink the way mental 
illness is treated and to end the stigma attached to it. For progress to be made, the senator said mental illness must 
be thought of in the same way as physical illnesses like cancer. “We need to treat diseases of the mind as we treat 
diseases of the body,” Deeds said. 

In closing, Senator Deeds urged attendees to get involved in mental health reform and to use their lawyering skills 
and knowledge of the legal system to help advocate for those suffering from mental health issues. 

“The cost of caring or not caring weighs on society, both in terms of dollars and in terms of lives,” he said. —D.O. 


